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THE PROBLEMS OF CHINA
A. lecture delivered by
Dr. T. R Tsiang
at the Naval War College
October 21, 1949

The subject on which I have been asked to speak today is
a very large one. Everybody knows that China has many problems,
some of which are both complicated and important. It is im
possible within the limited time at my disposal to mention, not to
say discuss, ali the problems of my country. I will talk mainly
on a problem which seems to me to be basic to all problems. If we
understand this one problem, we will have the background for un.
derstanding many of the others. · I hope I can contribute some
light towards a better understanding of my country.
The problem which I wish to discuss with you today is the
problem of poverty. The depth and breath of this problem are so
well-known to you that I do not need to cite statistics. We
Chinese are a nation of farmers. Aside from the frontier regions
in the Northeast, Northwest and Southwest the average farmer
cultivates in northern China less than three acres and in southern
rice-land China less than two acres. On such tiny plots of land
the farmer works hard, as hard as any human being can be ex
pected to work, but he is subject to the mercies or rather cruelties
of climate which inflicts on him frequently either a flood or a
drought. .He is also subject to pest which consumes his crops. He
has made no progress in the selection of seeds, improvement of cat
tle, use of fertilizers, and marketing for about a thousand years.
The marvel is two-fold. In the first place, it is a marvel that the
Chinese farmer attained such a high level of agriculture more
than a thousand years ago. It is also a marvel that he has con
tinued to practice the same agriculture for these thousand years.
Dr. T. F. Tsiang is Chairman of the Chinese Delegation to the
United Nations General Assembly.
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As a result of the small size of Chinese farms and the
lack of progress in agricultural arts, probably forty percent of the
Chinese population live under conditions of food, clothing, and
housing which must be characterized as sub-human.
Even in recent decades, famines, killing a million people at
a time, have occurred and will most likely occur again.
Poverty is the root of all China's ills. It permeates all life
in China. It darkens the whole horizon. Without having lived in
the . midst of . such poverty, you cannot imagine what it can do
to the bodies, minds and souls of people. What people. call poverty
in this country would be and should be called wealth in China. The
Chinese variety of poverty is simply unimaginable to the average
American, and for this reason, the American people have not, up
to the present, understood the problems of China.
The agricultural and industrial resources of China cannot
be compared to the resources of the United States, the Soviet Union
or the British Commonwealth of Nations. Even with the highest
development of natural resources, the Chinese people cannot look
forward to a day when they could live as well as people in this
country. Nevertheless, with the resources we have, we Chinese
could develop in China a standard of living much better than what
we have today.
Let me now take up the causes of Chinese poverty. I would
like to say at once that the Chinese people are neither stupid nor
lazy. I have travelled in many countries and observed carefully
the behavior of peoples, and I am convinced that the Chinese people
are second to none in intelligence and industry. Chinese mechanics,
who were but yesterday totally ignorant and even afraid of ma
chines, have won the respect of foreign engineers who have seen
them at work. The cause of Chinese poverty does not lie with the
character of the Chinese people.
38
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·· · One of the indisputable causes of China's poverty is the size
of China's population. We do not have accurate statistics; but all
students of the subject agree that China's present population is
somewhere between four hundred and five hundred millions. Be;.
fore the eighteenth century China, at no moment in her history,
had
population larger than seventy million. The phenomenal
growth of population in China occurred in the 18th century. The
17th century was a period of banditry, civil war and famine. Dur..
ing its course China's population must have been thinned out. The
18th was a century of peace, and on the whole, good government.
If the official records of the government of that period are to be
believed, it will be found that China's population had more than
tripled in-the course of a century. At the beginning of the 19th
century China already had reached the population figure of three
hundred million. That is a phenomenon unprecedented, both in the
world's history and in China's history. No country, based on agri
culture, whether in the East or in the West, ever faced the gigantic
problem of feeding a population of three hundred millfon. Now it
is between four hundred and five hundred million.

a

Another cause of Chinese poverty is the stagnancy of the
arts of production and distribution.. From the historical sources
which we have, including pictures of rural life painted a thousand
years ago, I have come to the· conclusion that China has not· made
any advance in the industrial and agricultural arts duririg the past
thousand years. I am not in a position to explain this stag:nanci.
The West in recent centuries has made splendid progress in science
and" technology. The question naturally arises-why have the
Chinese not done the same thing? It is a question asked by many
people. It remains today without an adequate answer.
can only
make a suggestion.

r

The answer must be found, it seems to me, - in the type of
culture which China has developed. Under the cultural conditions

39
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in China, the men of intellect and learning have not thought it

worthwhile to pay any attention to practical matters. It . was be

neath the dignity of an educated person to soil his hands in labor;

Education and culture have been totally divorced from agriculture;

industry and transportation.

In ancient times China produced

great engineers who built, among other things, the Grand Canal

and irrigation systems in the Northwest and on the plains of
Szechwan.

In ancient times some of the Chinese emperors · and

lesser rulers did pay attention to practical arts.

But during· the

last thousand years the brains of the Chinese have failed to render
any help to the toiling hands and legs and aching backs.

Con.,.

fuscian culture is rich in the understanding of human nature and
social relationships, but it is at the same time woefully. deficient in

the understanding and mastery of material and animal nature.

How can we solve. the problem of Chinese poverty? I do

not intend to go into a theoretical discussion of this question. I will
only summarize the actual steps which have been taken so far and
which point the way towards a right solution.

With modern education in China a revolution, more sig

nificant than the political revolutions which have been so volumi
nously reported in the papers, has occurred. in the outlook on life

of the Chinese intellectual class.

Modern science and modern en

gineering have caught the imagination of the people during the last

thirty years.

Together with this, the intellectual class in China

have come to regard the poverty of the country as a shame and an

unnecessary shame at that.

For the first time in one thousand

years the mind of China has returned to grain, plants and farm
cattle, to water and soil, to coal and iron, to cotton, wool and

silk, to brick and cement, to rivers, highways and railways. Be-

fore the beginning of World War II, there was a feeling of hope

in China.

One of China's historians wrote in 1935 that Chinese

civilization did not need to follow the curves of ancient Babylon-

40
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On the contrary, the

mastery of science and technology would give China a new cycle

of history, more prosperous and happier than any golden age which

tradition attributed to some remote period in the ancient history of
China.

Take for example cotton.

The soil and climate of China

could make the country self-sufficient in cotton, but as late as 1932

one of the greatest causes of China's imbalance in international
payments was the heavy import of American and Indian cotton.

From 1932 onwards, the Government of China, with the help of

some American and Chinese cotton experts, found new and im
proved cotton seeds in the United States.

They imported these

seeds, distributed them among the farmers and guaranteed them
a profitable return on their crop.

sufficient in cotton.
China's history.

By 1936 China became self

Such an achievement is unprecedented in all

The farmers in North China, where cotton was

grown, benefited from it.

The whole nation benefited from it.

It

was the :first time for a thousand years that the Chinese farmer

found that his Government could and did confer on him a benefit.

During the time when some scientists and government

bureaus were busy with cotton, others worked on rice and wheat.

Soon after the National Government established the capital in Nan

king in 1926, it set up a Central Agricultural ·Research Institute.

The scientists in that Institute experimented with varieties of wheat
and rice from China as well as from foreign lands.

In time they

produced a new variety of wheat and a new variety of rice which

increased the yield by eleven to thirteen percent.

The new seeds

could not be imported; they had to be reproduced in China.

To

cover the whole wheat and rice areas with the new varieties would

require many years. This beneficent work _was unfortunately inter

rupted by the war, but the seeds are still there. From the work of

41
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these scientists, the rice and wheat growers can expect to increase their crops by eleven to thirteen percent.
The Northwest of China is a region with good soil but a
thin population. In ancient times it was considered the granary of
China and was for many centuries the center of the Chinese em

pire. After the 9th century it began to decay. Nobody today
knows exactly all the causes for the decay of China's Northwest.
Some attribute it to climatic changes. In 1921 a famine occurred
in Shensi, one of the Northwestern provinces, which caused the loss
by starvation of more than a million people. A great Chinese

engineer who was a native of that province, convinced first the
local government and later the National Government that the decay
of the Northwest was due to the neglect of the irrigation systems
which served the province in the great Han and Tang Dynasties '.
He started to repair some of the ancient canals in the region.
Later he constructed new canals and reservoirs. His work and
the work of his successors have been supported by the National
Government since 1931 up to the present moment, not omitting

even the long years of war with Japan. In 1941, '42 and '43 I
was in charge of budgeting in the Central Government. It was
my pleasure to find the funds so that the construction of irrigation

in the Northwest might not be stopped by the war. Today the
Province of Shensi is permanently secured from famine, because
in that province, with a steady supply of water, the land can yield
all the food that the people there need.
A similar constructive program was carried out in public
health, and in highway and railway building, with similar good results. This approach to the problem of China's poverty may be
called the constructive approach.

We could attack the problem of poverty in China by taking
a different approach. We could start by redistributing the wealth

42
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of the country, particularly land. I, myself, am in favor of agrarian
reform, and I am sure that most of you would also favor it. Let
us therefore discuss agrarian reform both as a cure for China's
poverty and as a matter of social justice.
It has been many centuries since the agricultural land of
China was concentrated in the hands of a small number of big
landlords. Except in the frontier regions of Manchuria, China
does not have large estates. In most of the provinces a man owning
twenty acres of wheat or rice land would be considered a big land
lord. In my own district there was a big landlord who owned 135
acres of rice land. He was the top man in a district of a million
and two hundred thousand people. When he died, his land was
divided among his ten sons who received each a little over thirteen
acres. In China inheritance has not been by primogeniture but
by equal division among all the sons, and now, by government legis
lation, among all sons and daughters. The practice of equal division
among the sons has prevented the rise of big estates. Nevertheless,
there is inequality in the country and exploitation of the tenant by
the landlord. Such inequality and such exploitation should be
abolished.
The problem of redistribution of agricultural land in China
has been studied by many Chinese and American agricultural ex
perts. With the exception of the Communists, all other students
of the subject favor a program of agrarian reform whereby the
tenant will be aided by the government to buy the land which he
cultivates through a series of annual payments. Very large land
estates exceeding one hundred acres might be subject to partial
expropriation. The valuation to be put on middle-sized estates,
that is, below one hundred and above twenty acres, would be so
fixed as to mean a partial expropriation of the current market
value of the land. In general terms, these are the features of an
43
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agrarian reform which impartial students of the subject would
favor
. The Communists in China advocate outright expropriation
of all the land that is cultivated by tenants. This is their economic
revolution. They have concentrated all their propaganda on this
one issue. In fact, they have nothing else to offer in the economic
field. The Communist program may be good politics but it is not
good economics, and it certainly cannot be justified on grounds
of social justice. If carried out, fifty million people, whose land
will be expropriated, would be left destitute. No government,
Communist or otherwise, could provide these people with jobs or
support them on a dole. Should they be allowed to starve? In
the second place, if such a program were carried out, the actual
average benefit on the tenant would be less than one-third of an acre.
You would have, as a result, such a minute division of the land
whereby each farm family has a little land, too much to be thrown
away and too little to sustain a family. Nevertheless, the Communists have used the scheme to win the political battle in China.
I personally anticipate that, as a result of communism in the
rural areas, there will be a long period of turmoil and village feud,
accentuated by famine on a large scale.
In China, there is no land of feudal origin. Whatever land
the people own, has all been bought and paid for. Outright ex
propriation cannot be justified on the ground of the historical origin
of land ownership in China. In this respect the Chinese problem of
agrarian reform is totally different from the same problem that
existed in Ireland in the 19th century, or in Russia and other eastern European countries in the 20th century.
The best scientific judgment of the experts favors a pro
gram of agrarian reform whereby the peasant would be aided by
the Government banks in purchasing the land which he cultivates.

44
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This has never been tried, because the war with Japan put a stop to
all constructive effort. I personally believe that even in the midst
of war, this program should be pushed forward. I am afraid
that some leaders in China used the war as an excuse for post
poning reform.
However, the war did come. It was real. It was gigantic.
It did tax China's human and natural resources to their utmost
limit.
For eight long years Free China used the western part
and: les,s c:lev�loped half of the coun,try as . a base to fight . against
Japanese invasion and: blockade. . Tlie world has not begun to un,.
derstand the economic meaning of that long war and plockade�
Before the war, China had no economic surplus or reserve pro
ductive power. Economically, China had no capacity whatsoever
for war. As a result, the Chinese people fought the war by
deepening their own misery.
This economic -aftermath of the
war indeed served as fertile soil for the growth of communism
iriChina;
The Government, in �hting the war, resorted to printing
paper money which in turn culminated in wild spiral inflation.
I think the Chiries.e Government could have done better in war
time finance. Difficult though the situation was, China did not
have to come out of the war in such a state of demoralizing in
flation as she did. . She could have done better, though not much
better. In the first place, in western China, which was Free China;
industry has not beeri developed to any high degree. There was
very little wealth for the Government to tax. In the second place,
the type of economy prevailing in China did not lend itself to
rationing. Chinese wealth, such as there was, has been mainly
agricultural production and that production consisted mainly in
subsistence production, not production for the market. Most farm45
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ers grew the food for the consumption of their own· families; Only
a small percentage has ever been brought out to the market, and
then only to the nearby village or town market. Had the govern
ment tried to ration food in China during the war, we would have
had to station a policeman in every farmer's family to see to it
that he and his wife and children did not consume more than the
ration quota.
Meanwhile, inflation has wiped out the whole middle class.
It has inflicted untold sufferings on teachers, scientists, writers
and government employees. Among my friends and relatives,
there are many whose death has been hastened by malnutrition or
who have been permanently incapacitated by the effects of mal
nutrition.
I have read and heard many explanations for the present
sorrowful state of China. Some put the blame on the reaction
aries. Some criticize Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek as shoulder
ing the. chief responsibility. Leaders do have their responsibility, but
I submit that an objective study of the total situation in China would
declare that the sad plight of China today is mainly the result of
the war, on top of a poverty, which was deep-rooted, vast and old.
Post-war relief, particularly through UNRRA, did some
thing useful. I know it from personal knowledge, when I directed
post-war relief and rehabilitation in China. UNRRA spent in China
altogether $670,000,000;00. It was a big sum. Seventy percent
of this sum came from the good people of this country; Great Brit
ain, Canada, Australia, India, and several Latin-American countries,
notably Brazil, all contributed. To these generous donors, the
Chinese people will always be grateful. But the per capita relief in
China, as compared with the per capita relief in Poland, Czecho
slovakia, Ukraine, and Greece is equivalent to one to thirty. It
was extremely meagre. Furthermore, it was hampered by the Com46
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munists. They destroyed railways faster than I could rehabitate
them, for the Communists reasoned that the misery of the people
was to be their strongest ally.
Now I wish to trace the relation between poverty and the de
velopment of democratic government in China. Let me say at the
very beginning of this discussion that the average man in China is
not interested in politics or government. Food, clothing and housing
for himself and his family are already more than he can possibly
. take care of. He and his ancestors has never voted or ever had a
voice in the selection of governors or in the determination of
national policy. This only means that the common man in China
is customarily inactive in politics. ;,But is he by tradition and habit a
democrat, a man who respects other people's rights and who wants
his own rights respected by others, or is he by nature. a slave
or a dictator? Can he be induced or educated to be active in politics?
As raw material for democracy, are the Chinese good or bad?
There is no doubt about the answer to these questions. The com
mon man in China is a convinced individualist and resents govern
ment intereference or regimentation. He is at the same time a
reasonable being and is accustomed to talk things over with his
neighbors and ever ready to abide by the general will of the com
munity. For many centuries, he has handled local affairs in the
democratic spirit, though not through the same democratic form
of voting which the West has developed. The common man in China
can be educated to participate in modern democratic practices; the
speed of learning will be determined by the rate in the rise of his
standard of living.
The educated people in China all stand for democracy, al
though they may be divided in the interpretation of this word or
that and in the methods of its realizatio�. Among them are many
upright, patriotic, and progressive people. If they were organized,

47
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they could lead the nation towards the goal of economic and political
modernization.
When the First National Revolution took place in 1911 the
dominant thought of the intelligentsia in China was for liberal
parliamentary government as practiced in the United States and
. Western European countries.
Unfortunately, the First National Revolution only succeeded

nominally. Aiming at democracy, our revolutionary fathers actually
obtained anarchy and civil war and the rule of the most ignorant and
reactionary war lords. F:rom 1911 to 1925 we fell from the height
of a very brief happy period of political honeymoon into the depth
I

.

.

of fifteen years of utterdespair.

Before 1911 and in the early years of . the Republic,
there
'
· .
· ,
were a few voices warning. China, against the experiment of a
.
republican, democratic government. I might mention Dr. Good-

now, who had been Professor of Political Science in Columbia University and who later became President of John Hopkins University. In the early years of the Chinese Republic, Dr. Goodnow was
the constitutional adviser to the. Chinese Government. He pub-

lished a memorandum in 1912 or 1913 advocating constitutional
monarchy for China. I :might mention another foreign observer,
namely, Sir John Jordan, who, having been the British Minister to
China for many years, knew China ve:ry well. He too thought that
China was totally unprepared for an experiment in parliamentary
government.
Among the Chinese themselves there were outstanding
scholars who were skeptical about republicanism, not because they
did not appreciate the me:rit or worth of democracy but because

they felt that China was not ready for a republican form of govern
ment. The leader of this schoolof thought was the late Mt;; Liang

48
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Chi-Chao; He produced an historical statistical table showing in
each historical instance how civil war followed every change of
dynasty. He warned China that of all the ills of mankind, civil war
was the worst and he predicted that the overthrow of the Manchu

Dynasty and the establishment of a republic would again usher in
a long period of civil war.

In previous periods of history, China
lived in actual isolation from the rest of the world, and therefore,

civil war, though disastrous in its domestic consequences, had no
international effect. In modern times, Mr. Liang said, a long period
of civil war would afford foreign enemies the opportunity wh.ich
they desired.

I returned to China in 1923 after ten years of study abroad.

I was curious to know why the common people joined the armies
of the rival war lords. I found that the poverty of the masses drove
them into the armies. The pay of a soldier, meagre though it was,

served as adequate attraction.

What the war lords stood for and

fought for meant nothing to that common soldier.

to earn his upkeep.

He was there

At the time of my return to China, the war lord at the top

was General Tsao Kun.

He was most illiterate.

n was a great

puzzle to me how that man could achieve the power which he had.

One of my friends, much older than myself and better-informed,

told me the story.

General Tsao Kun, while inspecting some of

his troops, found a soldier weeping.

He stopped to question the

man and he was told that the man had just received news from

home about the extreme illness of his father. General Tsao im

mediately said to the man, "If your father is so ill, you must go

home.

I hope your father will recover.

If he does not recover,

here, take fifty dollars, buy him a good coffin and bury him in due

ceremony and then return ." By such means General Tsao won the
loyalty of his troops. The story, you can understand; was spread
most skilfully.

The appeal of the war lords of that day was not

49
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on any political principle. It was simply and entirely on grounds
of personal loyalty. And for some fifteen years China's armies were
.
built up and wars were fought on such feudal connections.
Then there came. the Russian Revolution. Here was a
.
country more - similar·. to . China th�n the United · States or Great
Britain. or France. Russia likewise had had centuries of a.bsolute
monarchy, a�d a large popu.lation with a high degree of illiteracy.

And. this country succeeded by establishing . a one-party. dictator,

ship. t'he.�xample of ll.ussia impressed.man;v people,· �mongwhom
,
was Dr. Sun Yat Sen, the father of the Chinese Rep�blic • He re
•
organized his party, the Kuomintang, along the lines of the Rus
sian Communist Party.. But his· education and early life had im

planted in him deep and sincere convictions on the desirability of

western liberal democracy.

He tried to square the: circle by adopt

ing Russian means to, what we might call, American aims. Iri other

words, he wanted ix>' establish a one-party dictatorship in China to
prepare the country for ultimate democracy.

elaborate program of preparation.

He worked out a11

Dr. Sun died before his party

came to power, but his successors in the party have always pro

claimed that they wished to carry out Dr.· Sun's. program. The op

ponents of the Koumintang hl:!,ve accused it of insincerity. Ol>jeGtive

ly, there is room for debate as to whether the Kuomintang has

donewell or not in preparing the country for democracy. It would

be totally untrue to assert that the Koumintang made no attempt&

in that direction. It would. be also untrue to claim Kuomintang's

attempts in democracy have been wen.:.considered.
some of these attempts.

Let me describe

At the beginning of the war with Japan, the Government

instituted the so-called Central People's Political Council. At first

the two hundred members were all appointed by the Government.

With each renewal of its membership a larger percentage was elect
ed until in the .end its membership was entirely elected. A similar
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institution vv:as organized in the provinces and districts, beginning
with Government appointees and ending in a total membership of
elected representatives.
The Central People's Political Council performed good serv
ice. The quality of its membership and its debates could be compared
favorably with parliaments in other countries. It made the Govern
ment conscious of strong currents of public opinion against which
it could not go. It also put up to the Government cet"tain standards
of administration· below which .it could not fall and retain the
confidence of the people. The provincial and district councils did
not do so well. As the percentage of elected representatives in
creased; the average quality declined. In some places, these councils
contributed to the inefficiency and corruption in local government.
In this respect, the experiment during war-time was not final.
Elections were hurried. Issues had not been thoroughly discussed
before the elections. The machinery of registration and polling was
at places cumbersome. The political groups did not have time for or
ganizaUon. These faults were partly due to war-time conditions
and partly due to the manipulations of the politician in control.
· The road to democracy in China has been and will. remain a
difficult one. The poverty of the people is a great obstacle. While
democracy is not a sure cure for China's �overty, the development
of free political life will be helpful in solving many of China's econ
omic problems. Furthermore, political democracy is an end in itself.
Nobody has claimed or can claim that democracy is only good for
the rich countries. I have no doubt that the Chinese people wish to
and can march towards democracy. I wish only to caution people
against trying to reach the goal in too much of a hurry. And I
.would emphasize that every improvement in the standard of living
of the people would automatically smooth the way ·to democratic
government in China.

51
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Let me summarize what I have said so far.

In the first

place, the problem of poverty is the basic problem in China. Second
ly, before the war, both the government and private agencies did

valuable constructive work, which pointed out the way to a solution

of the problem of poverty.

Thirdly, I have tried to show that com

munism with its chief emphasis on agrarian reform has adopted a

program of expropriation of the landlords, a program which is econ

omically unsound and inflicts great injustices on a large class of

land holders.

In the fourth place, I have tried to show that in spite

of deviations, the Chinese people will march towards democracy, the

chief obstacle of which is again. the problem of poverty.

Communism, instead of leading the people of China to a bet

ter life, will make China a satellite of the Soviet Union. It will ex
pose China to Russian political and economic exploitation.

As the

people find this out, and they are sure to find out in time, the op

position to communism will become stronger and stronger.

In the second place, the Communists have begun to impose

a totalitarian regime under which the individual is lost in the process
of public control and regimentation.

At the present moment they

have not yet consolidated their power, and therefore, have not at

tempted to impose absolute control on the life of the individual.

But as time goes on, there is no question that the communists will

tighten the screw of their one-party dictatorship. In. this respect

the Chinese Communists are as fanatical as their brethren in East
ern Europe.

The Communists talk a great deal about social justice and

a classless society.

I acknowledge there is social inequality in

China which should be removed, but long ago the founder of the

Chinese Republic pointed out that a class war in China was almost

meaningless.

For China suffered not so much· from inequality of

wealth as from

universal

poverty.

What there is. to re-distribute
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RESTRICTED
among the people is not wealth but poverty. For this reason Dr.
Sun warned the Chinese people against class war. He urged the

people to unite in a supreme effort at large-scale economic develop
ment based on the utilization of modern sciences and technology
and the capital and experience of the industrially more advanced
nations. There can be no doubt that the ideal set before the
Chinese people by Dr. Sun Yat Sen was both progressive and states
manlike.
Communist control of China will make cooperation between
China and the western democracies impossible. As a consequence, a
Communist China will not be able to utilize foreign capital and

foreign technical know-how, both of which are essential to a program of rapid economic development in China.
Another consequence of Communist control in China would
· be to turn China's back on democracy, sacrificing thereby some of
the finest fruits of modern civilization.
To sum up all what I have said: China's basic problem is
poverty and the chief solution is economic development. China's
immediate problem is the overthrow of the Chinese Communists.
Unless this is done, China will enter the dark ages, and, with
China, in the course of time, all Asia with its one billion popula

tion-half· of the human race!

53
Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1949

17

